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Prologue: 


‘High clouds shouldered ‘into being 
-before’ lightning’s ‘jagged teeth; the* 
‘night rumbBled.-On_the tower, the rain 
became a million needles .of réflectéd 
light, and wind dréve water across the* 
terra¢e‘into inseen drain Slits. — 

The priest stood.at’the inner portal, 
of" the entrance ‘coftidor, gazing 
through it to the -terrace..beyond. 
Behind him, the air had recently 
acquired a pearly glow, énveloping the 
walled garden. Within this, a.princess 
threaded her way through shrubbery, 
gazing upward. Above Wines and tree- 
fronds, she could see the sky as a roiling 
blur of gray. 

“Why is it?” She approached the 
priest. “I see the storm outside—yet 
here no, rain, descends—” 
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first word. His command was.so unlikes 
him that’she wasymnore astonished than 
offended. Hé. said: “The spell has 


begun. Outside the glow you would be’, 


vulnerable. ;Remember—4e’ cannot 
harin. you if*you remain“‘within the: 
garden. Rain will come, albeit gradu-- 


ally. When it does, you ‘haye your. 
‘pavilions within.” 


As the opalescence between them; 
gtew in thickness, his voice. became 
more indistinct. She'didn’t understand 
how.such things as he: described could. 
occur, but her trast in him-and his col- 
leagues had grown during the time she 
had spent at Mitra’s Haven. Ldécked-in 
conflict with the ofe who would’harm 
her,the priests had named no price for 
their protection. To them, the struggle 
was more important than the players.» 

“Is Komel—out there?” she -whis-) 
pered.. “Will he die?” 

“In spite of his age now, I fear he. 
may not. But he cannot gain access 
here; you already know the only way.” 
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His muffled words.weré drowned out 
as lightning split the sky-once more. 
‘Fhe princess glanced beyond him at the 
same foment, and screamed into the 
din. “ 
Komel stood upon, the terrace, his 
wet cloak: billowing out like glistening 
wings. The princess shuddered; she 
knew the .towet was inaccessible. to 
anyone below. Unlike’ the priests, she 
had not seen Komel flit about the outer 
walls like a monstrous-insect, employ- 
ing.a power they cotild not undo.« She 
turned; her scream had broughr a 
slender, ‘veiled compariion across the 
garden to her side. 

The priest moved. into the vaulted: 
hallway leading outside. The exterior 
portal was carved into a face, its, lower 
edge extended onto the tetrace like a 
tongue, terminating on a metal pylon. 
As the priest emerged, the cloaked 
visitor laughed. “i 

<I know what you have done, priest. 
I can.wait.” 


The Leopard of Poitain 
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“Can you? Can you wait as long as 
she? [ve told you once before: Mitra’s 
Haven is not for you.”* 

“Time will tell.” Komiel placed 4 
hand upon the waist-high pylon, rais- 
ing his, left arm above‘his head. - * 

This time light and sound struck the 
tower itself; the terrace was ablaze for 
an instant. Its guardian was-thrown-off 
the ramp onto wet flagstones: When 
the priest’s aching eyes regained théir 
vision, Komel was gone. ‘The metal 
pylon ‘had melted into a grotesque 
shape, half-man,’ half-demon. 

Inside the tower garden; the princess 
cried out again and fell-to her knees. 
Her companion bent to comfort her. 
On the terrace, the: metal visitor leapt 
upon the priest. and: turned: his head 
back with’:an audible snap. It -then 
began dismembering the body: 

‘ 


1. Dragon’s Hall 


The men wore cloaks over their glit- 
tering cuirasses, ‘one olive; the other 
black. Both -had.-double-peaked towls 
and ruddy, affable faces. But‘to a gut- 
tersnipe, asquat on the floor and star- 
ing upward, the small.--horns concealed 
by their cowls- were visible: The boy 
scuttled away. It-was no easy matter-to 
address a horned man in “The Dragon's 
Hall.” a a 

The tavern» was large- enough to 
house .a dragon. It boasted over two 
dozen torches to light an interior filled 
with columns; tables, benches, and 
people. The quiet province of Poitain 
was also feeling the: effects of Aqui- 
lonia’s troubled times; there were 
travellers antl mercenaries among the 
gamblers, slave dealers, the curious 
well:to-do, the harlots, and the 
drinkers. ‘ an 
> The boy: threaded his way - past 
crowded tables, -occasionally glancing 
back at the entrance he had-used: .Two 
of the “Hall’s” walls were a series of 
arched doorways ‘leading into, a dozen 
Streets or dark alleyways; it was 
whispered that sometimes .not all of 
them exited into the same paths. 

“A leopard? You-seek a-leopard?” 
This from a‘lantern-jawed barbarian 
who-propped his red head against a col- 
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umn. Ple-straightened to loom over the 
tag-clad boy:everr from a sitting posi- 
tion, pofidering: his question. 

“A leopard 'praces the ‘Poftainian 
flag,” ‘saida+turbaned, fat Turanian 
who sat at the sarne table. He’ inter- 
rupted his haggling over a jewelled 
dagger: with the barbarian’s compan- 
ion, a small man dressed in gray. He 
added: “In this neighborhood, a ‘leo- 
pard’ is a’ title bestowed’ by «thieves 
upon one skilled at their craft:’. 

“A thief?” Thé man'in gray smiled at 
the boy from under his ¢owl. “Dear 
me, yolt-meari there are thieves about?” 

The. tall’ man foined him‘ in sudden 
laughter, ~shaking* his head at the 
urchin, who resamed his search. -A 
fight erupted four, tables away, and 
people’ ‘thoved * “from its vicinity. The 
boy, was shoved into a brpnze- maned 
woman’s lap. 

“I'm soriy, I Know no ‘leopard’.” She 
answered the boy's quety with a “purr: 
ing accent, her ‘yellow eyes sthiling. ‘The 
hands that set -him ‘back on his feet 
were gentle, but she ¥ wore fine mail “and 
a’ sheathed sword at her hip, 

“Come this way,” a voice said. The 
boy peered around a column. A’ lean 
inan with milky skin stood there, 
garbed in, Silver and black. The. boy 
became wary again, but the’ cfimson 
eyes were kind‘ the man took a hand 
off his black sword’s hilt to ‘point: “You 
may. ‘find the one you seek at yon plar- 
fotin.’ They.all congregate there.” 

No dancing-gitls tised ‘the dais ‘at the 
end of the aisle that night, but a mot- 
ley assortment of thieves sat along its 
edges.“One was in the ‘middle of a_tall 
tale as the boy approaehed, 

“The jewelled sword of a Sark god,” 
me Man said. “I held it in these hands. 

Afid’ the fool I picked for: a fence took i it 
with him i into dblivion . . .”* 

“Small” loss compared to what 
Shevatas, my ‘father, sought,” said 
another with 7 a shaven pate. “He never 
returned, so the loss—"" 

Without intestupting their conversa- 
tion, the thieves answered the” oy’s 
question by propelling him toward a 
corner of the platform. A man sat next 
to that in the shadow of a column. He 
had a compact*build, clad in-dark blue 


from neck to foot. He nodded acknow- 
ledgement, and the urchin handed him 
a piece of parchment sealed in wax. 

“ ‘If—if you rendezvous at this' sign 
at dawn; a rewarding task may be 
offered you’,” the boy quoted. 

The man’s green gaze lifted from’ the 
parchment to take in the sight ofthe 
teeming Hall. He ‘dug a.coin out of a 
pouch and spun it'through the air. The 
boy put it in his mouth»‘The Leopard 
said: “Know you what entrance you 
used?” 

The boy nodded. 

“Good: Exit through no other;sone 
could lose one’s way tonight. But linger 
a bit.” He stamped on the wood boards 
with a heel. When the others had given 
him a measure of attention, he said: 
“Speaking of lost loot; what do any of 
you know. of Trocero’s Tower?” 

“Madness to -consider it,” 
oldster grimaced. 

“You'd do a job on Poitain’ s count?” 
a ratty fellow stage-whispered.. 

“Actually, the Count-may welcome 
one who'd chase the skeleton from his 
closet,” said ~ Shevrak, the shaven- 
headed-man. “But-the tower's a prob- 
lem, perched om that rock which was 
carved smooth after it was sealed. How 
much do you know yourself, Arquel?” 

“What everyone knows, probably,” 
the Leopard chuckled. “A towerful of 
riches, a spellbound “princéss. . A -fairy 
tale your ancestérs might've: conjured: 
up; bait for the daring.” » 

‘Fhe«others laughed. The old cut- 
purse glared out of his one eye.’“You 
mock the legend of the god’s tower?:’ 

“Easier to mock what one’s not equal 
to,” said Rat-face. Then he was-silent; 
the.Leopard had looked at him: 

“You ought te know better: than 
that,” Shevrak-put in. “Still,.I too. have 
learned all I could on’t, aridT'll wager 
no one.would attempt" 75 ; 

“I accept.'tthe wager,” the Leopard 
saids. 2% 

-Laughter,. technical. argument, and’ 
loud betting followed. “Presently, 
Shevrak. arid : Arquel: handed’ jingling 
purses to the waiting urchin. Arquel 
said: “Take these to the barkeep.: Tell 
him ‘tis a bet between Shevrak and 
Arquel; he'll know. what to do. Here’s 
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another-coin. You can go now?’ 

The din. increased, and one of the 
arguments nearly became a fight: The 
one-eyed oldstér approached Shievrak: 
“You've been duped like these other 
idiots, Shevrak.” 

“How so?” 

“He maneuvered us from our talk to 
the wager. He may know a way. to 
attack the, problem.” 

- Crom's :chestnuts!” Shevrak’s head 
gleamed under, torchlight-as he stood 
up. “Look you, Arquel—” 

All eyes went to the corner of the 
platform, but: thie Leopard was gone. 


2. The Bow 


The. mail- clad guard opened a nar- 
tow -gate, holding his torch high. A 
broad-shouldered man in a hooded 
cloak..sauntered.past him, boots écho- 
ing on the path beyond. . 

The man crossed-a.parden to a semi- 


citcular court behind a palatial house. 


Twin staircases curved up to 4 rear ter- 
race, and he climbed one, nodding-to 
the sentries there..He continued up-a 
slim stairway that 
structure’s upper ve to its topmost 
level; 

The housetop was wide and flat. 
Southeast, one could look down a 
slight incline at the city’s rooftops.. The 
lights of villas and farmhouses might 
haye been-visible to the north beyond 
the hill’s brow, but these were obscured 
by.cwo forms:that hulked into the star- 
dusted sky: one a,low, wooden hurt, the 
other a*huge scaffold. .What this held 
was:hidden by a great leathern cowl. 

“Chapat!” .the man called. He- had 
swept his: hood’back, but the features 
were stilt masked by a:veil which hung 
from a headband. Thisswaé framed by a 
leonine, black mane streaked with gray. 
He waited while a stocky man emerged 
from the shack with a rattling sound. 

“Master!” cried the latter. He had a 
taciturn face with‘shaven upper lip and 
bearded jaw. “Have you found:him?” 


_The other. described the thief.at the. 


Dragon’s Hall; then added= “That he? 
Good. My-ruse for identifying him 
worked. We've yet to see if he'll take 


' the bait. Is he a capable sort2” 
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“He is, indeed!” Chapat would have 
leaped in elation, but a chain that ran 
from one ankle to the scaffold hindered 
him. “And he'll be interested, I’m sure. 
He's been twice named Leopard irs Poi- 
tain by his peers! Don’t. underestimate 
him, -master; he's, crossed deserts 
beyond Man’s ken and pilfered from 
haunted vaults in-Stygia itself. I myself 
once saw him battle.a—” 

“Wait!” the masked one interrupted. 
A stealthy sound-had made him whitl, 
sword,, half drawn. He allowed no 
guards ‘on the rooftop. 

A whisper came from the dimlit scaf- 
fold: “ ‘Mighty in stealth- is eta 
bold hero to the water-rat - 





A Note on “Leopard” 


According’to deCamp & Clark’s “In- 
formal Biography of Conan’ the Cim- 
ierian,” the Hyborean hero becarhe a 
popular military leader in Aquilonia 
beforé he was a king. _Jealous, Nume- 
dides (the decadent monarch, at that 
time) sent him tq the Bossoniaii Mar- 
chés in, the hope that the savage ‘Picts 
would kill him. In “The Treasure of 
Tranitos,” Conan becomes the first 

“civilized” man to cross the Pictish 
wilderness. At the coast, he encounters 
an isolated fort, Pirates, and a demon- 
haunted treasure. 

It’s a fierce, fast-moving tale, written 
by ‘Robert E. Howatd and beautifully 
dovetailed into, “the canon by deCamp 
for the Gnome’ Press series. At its end, 
Conari and the survivors aré rescued by 
Trocefo and other nobles, who want to 
place the Cimmerian on the. throne. 
The treasure is naturally an asset toward 
that end. 

“The Leopard of Poitain” takes place 
a few months’ before the above events, 
when Aquilonia’s nobles were casting 
about for funds’toward a revolution. 
“Leopard” pays btief tribute to Eric 
Rucker Eddison, Fritz Leiber, C. L. 
Moore, Michael Moorcock, Robert, E. 
Howard, and ‘Leigh’ Brackett . . but 
you have to look sharp and step lively 
to catch a// the reféfenices. 

—Raul Garcia Capella, 
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Remember that.song?” : 
Chapat recoiled, tripped over his 
chain, and sprawled on the. roof. A 
figure detached itself from the shadows 
and approached, laughing. “Fear not, 
you old wine-guzzler..One compliment 
deserves another—” 
You?” The man Chapat called 
‘master’ sheathed his, sword, but: kept 


the scabbard level with his left hand. 


“How came you here?” 

“I am: Arquel, an Argossean.” The 
Leopard produced the note, patting a 
rope that hung from his belt. “I saw 
someone trailing the boy, guessed I was 
being identified, and followed -the 
follower. Your guards are good, but 
can’t see into every shadow.” As the 
‘master’ approached, the Leopard gave 
alow whistle. “Why,:it’s ourc—” 

“Don’t add indiscretion to your 
audacity,” the other broke in. “Chapat, 
I must speak to this fellow. Meanwhile, 
you know what you must do.” 

He led. the Leopard beyond Chapat’s 
earshot and- motioned toa seat beside 
him'near the roof edge. He came to the 
point-bluntly: “Tell me all you know of 
‘Trocero’s Tower’ .” 

~“Five hundred years.ago or-so, the 
ancestor to Poitain’s present fiefdom 
was both ruler of this, province and a 
sorcerer,” Arquel said. “He had designs 
on the far eastern lands. No one kriows 
what hold he wielded over the people 
there;: the. fact remains that an aged 
monarch in a small Turanian kingdom 
sent his-daughter to Poitain to become 
the sorcerer’s bride. 

“But each magical design has its own 
set of requisites,-I surmise, for-love was 
essentjal to their union. After a short 
time, your ancestor-pardon me, ‘that’s 
but a wild guess—found his efforts 
could not buy the princess's devotion.” 
There was the glint of a smile on the 
Leopard's face.,“Espousing.and possess- 
ing her was apparently insufficient, for 
he went mad with frustration. 

“On the castle grounds stood:a tower 
belonging to- the priests of Mitra, 
whom he had driven out. He sealed 
her—and, ‘tis said, her fabulous 
dowry—within; -binding -both with 
some ‘long-forgotten curse. 

“Subsequent rulers-attempted sack-’ 


The Beopard of Peitain 








‘ing the tower, but accidents plagued 
their wrecking crews. Eventually, work- 
men refused to approach it, even under 
the threat of execution. Thieves have 
attempted robberies. Some were 
caught by whoever held the land at the 
time . . . or were never heard of again. 

“That's what I know. But for a detail 
or two, 'tis a tale probably older than 
the tower itself.” 

“You're acquainted with someparti- 
culars unknown to’ most mem,” the 
masked’ man observed. “You must 
know: how. to read; Ishtar preserve us 
from the day all thieves attain such 
education. Enough; you've guessed 
what I'd hire you for. I’ve little choice 
but to trust you'll not.reveal my iden- 
tity. Not, at least, till the deed’s done.” 

“Your: secret’s safe.” The Leopard 
leaned to gaze over the gardens. Torch- 
light revealed_a face: of indeterminate 
age;. time had not written upon his 
features as heavily as irony. “Noble 
enterprise appeals to my .. um... 
sense of humor.” 

“How know you I'm not after per- 
sonal gain?” 

“I've seen and heard of evidence to 
your love for Aquilonia, this province 
in particular. When one considers King 
Numedides may someday bleed this 
country dry, one naturally’ concludes 
that the tower's supposed riches might 
help keep- the ‘wolf from Poitain’s 
doors.” ' 

“You:speak treason against the king 
of ‘Aquilonia,” said the other, but he 
chuckled behind his veil. “You-‘must 
know Poitain’s economy is good.” 

“It’s well-endowed,” the Leopard 
said, “but natural resources don’t last 
forever, and you've been. credited with 
farsightedness. Ah—I ‘perceive some- 
thing».perhaps Poitain has no‘iftention 
of allowing Numedides to ‘squander 
further this. nation’s wealth. Rebellions 
do tequire—” 

“Mitra! Your brain's sharper than 
your‘tongue.” The.veiled man:couldn't 
restrain a burst-of laughter. Now he 
addressed Arquel mote as conspirator 
than employer. “Keep it curbed lest 
your someday lose one or both. What- 
ever. the reasons; you'll. be allowed an 
attemipt: at the hoard and access to a 
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sum that can set you up, provided you 
leave the’ lion’s share: Men will sur- 
round the grounds once you're there. 
They'll be too. preoccupied to detain 
you once yqu’ve shown them a way in.”. 

“What's to prevent them from prac- 
ticing their bowmanship on me at that 
time? Your little drawing.and-the sign 
we wefe to meet at would interest 
anyone, implicating no one. Should 
the person who's to brave the tower’s 
danger be captured, you certainly could 
not admit.complicity in public.” 

“Correct. I see this meeting would 
have been more difficult with someone 
else; I didn’t intend a hireling to come 
without a blindfold. However, as 
you've chosen your own.timé and 
meeting-place, -you’ve learned enough 
to.see I'll guarantee my men will follow 
orders. If you doubt my-word, write all 
you know down, havejsomeone keep it,, 
sealed against your return. You claim 
mysecrét's safe. with you—I guarantee 
yourrescape. For I will allow you to 
leave tonight, ere it’s time for the deed. 
Well?” 

“Agreed.” Arquel shook the prof- 
ferred hand. Knowing what he did 
now, he wondered what his fate: might 
have been had. he declined. “You-may 
find this hard.to believe, but I,also hap- 
pen to be motivated by curiosity. Has it 
occurred to you there may be nothing 
in the tower?” 

“What?” the masked man stood up. 

“Look: granting: the story hasn't 
altered,, these. may years—a _ possi- 
bility—.and that.the princess perished, 


think you. the sorcerer would've left the. 


dowry to rot with her?” 

“You think:like a thief, Arquel of 
Argos. I'll keep both possibilities in 
mind. Who’s to tell what a practitioner 
of the dark. arts values most?” 

“No’one,” Arquel: shrugged. -“What 
aid do you contribute?” » 

“Come look,” the-count waved, 

‘Chapat had been clattering around 
the big scaffold; undoing buckles and 
straps; The leathern. cowl had slid to 
the roof. The Leopard rose slowly as he 
turned; the little man had unveiled a 
ctossbow—but. such a, crossbow as had 
never. been seen.in that age. They stood 
dwarfed by its size. Arquel marvelled at 


the great sweep of the bow itself. No 
man might bend the giant wooden arcs 
by other than mechanical means:. lines 
and windlasses were provided for that 
purpose. One quarrel, already in place, 
was almost twice the length of his ‘own 
body. His smile had vanished as he 
gazed at ‘the black engine outlined 
against the stars like a colossal bird of 
prey. : 

1 Arquel leapt onto the, base that held 
the heavy stock, glanced back: “Yqu 
built this, Chapat?” 

“Aye.” Chapat’s face was weary and 
proud. “A talent I'd thought I lost long 
ago. The master had to keep me sober a 
moon to get me started. Scaffolding 
and braces were constructed by: others; 
still, it took me seven moons to design 
and build. I agreed to have me chained 
to it, lest my interest he swayed by the 
jug...” : 

“Fools . . .” The Leopard poised on 
an-edge, caressing the bow's curve. “In 
Chapat’s brain lies-greater wealth than 
can be found in any stronghold!” 

“True enough,” the masked one 

said. “But that might take years. We'd 
also need the help of too many to keep 
it secret ere it was stopped. Now: we 
look. cross-valley at a level with the 
tower. Which is not far, as the’ crow 
flies. A quarrel can actually carry aman 
to—” * 
“You're mad!” Arquel dropped, back 
to, the roof. “I’m no éngineer’.Jike 
Chapat, but I know crossbows. I too 
can estimate trajectory and impact; you 
propose suicide.” 

“You'll not use the bow?” Chapat 
gtoaned. He dropped heavily to the 
roof, yelped, then slid the chain from 
under his buttocks. He tore at his.curly 
hair: “And I was certain you’d not lack 
courage! After all, I—” 

“Use your sense,” Arquel- said. 
“You'd need sorcery to do this as you 
‘Suggest. And I’ve yet to,see. true magic 
manifested in ,these civilized lands. 
However, I didn’t say we wouldn’t use 
the bow; ’tis essential.” 

“You're still with us?” the count 
rumbled. 

“Did I say nay? But I’ve another 
plan...” 

Count, 


wharf-rat, and Leopard 
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argued into the night; three figures 
under a bow that loomed gigantically 
under the stars. . . . 


3. The First Tier 


Atiother night. Another dawn, to 
cast loig shadows through the pattern 
of pastels that was the city. New sounds 
woke some of the inhabitants that 
morning: a hurh, followed by a rush of 
ait,’ singing over balconies and the 
fairyland of rooftops. This was followed 
by a érash that was half the scream of 
metal, half the sttiking ‘of a giant's 
harhmer. 

Somie people rushed to their win- 
dows. But there was silehce now. Mer- 
chants had yet to open their stalls, no 
carts rattled over the cobblestones. The 
browns, beiges, and “Bfays of the build- 
ings lightened, clusters of darkness 
became palm-topped gardens. Spots of 
color fluttered ‘where neglected awnings 
had hung through the night. Dawn was 
the same ‘as’ever in: the southern prov- 
ince. Those whdé Had dwakened prema- 
turely shrugged or returned to their 
beds. 

A few pedple whose windows faced 
the southwest knew where the last 
sound Had *come from. These citizens 
could’ look té where Trocero’s castle 
nestled amid its gardens, halfway up a 
low’hill near the city. 

“The tawriy- fortress was more villa 
than castle; its red-rodfed towers’ shone 
ochre in‘the sun. Behirid and above it, 
a single spire with outrearing tiers 
broke the ‘overgrown ‘greenery atop a 
terraced “hilltop. This wind-scarred 
sttuctute thrust into thie blue with the 
permanerice df: 4 mountain. Its slate- 
gtay tiers overlooked’ the keep below 
like a gnatled tree above a sunhy 
meadow. 

With the crashing sound, the tower 
had acquired °a: thorn. The’bolt from 
Chapat’s engine quivéred-on the lip’of 
its lowest tier. Turhed endwise toward 
the city in the ‘shallow valley, this 
was scarcely visible. But the townsfolk 
who located the source of the noise 
glimpsed the rope that uncoiled from 
it, a thread at that distance. 

Arquel of Argos braced himself 
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against the slight tremor rippling 
through the tower’s base. There was 
treacherous footing wherever dead trees 
clustered near the foot of the crag; he 
had vaulted onto a cleft by using a 
lance. Time’ and the attempts to gain 
entry had left scars‘on the tower. Now 
he scaled the notches to whefe the 
lowest tier rose‘ sheer from its perch. 

The great missile still vibrated high 
above; a knotted line grew from strand 
to rope, ‘arcing toward him as it 
plunged. He and Chapat had designed 
its coils so that the weighted end would 
loosen on impact. Another day of rest 
and planning had come and gone. 

He flattened his body against the 
rock. He was clad in a breechclout, 
sword and dagger strapped to his-back. 
The leaden bob bounced at the end of 
its plunge, rose in deadly atcs, and 
finally came to a slow swing. He worked 
his ‘way toward. it. 

Arquel secured the weighted end to 
a strap in his clout. He could glimpse 
slivers of dawnlight where “the castle 
guard now moved through the gardens 
below. His employer would eventually 
form them im a circle, sixty meters from 
the tower. 

He glanced over the dark greenery to 
the rising sun and began his ascent. 
Seen from the city, he might have been 
a spider climbing a strand up a fantastic 
tree stump. 

Part of the populace gathered on 
rooftops, watched until midmorning, 
then grew restless under the sun and 


dispersed. They argued over how a © 


madman who could undertake such’a 
feat had cast his long line. All agreed 
he was probably doomed. 

The ithieves who knew the “mad- 
man”: kept their vigil into the after- 
noon, well after he had disappeared. 
Shevrak, son of Shevatas, sat om: the 
ledge of a high temple dome, scarcely 
breathing, his wager all but forgotten. 

Arquel halted a third of the distance 
from the tier’s lip, toes gripping the 
rope on the knots. He hauled up.the 
loop that now hung-from his belt, tied 
a sling into place, atid sat in it. The 
ground swayed far below. 

Over a shoulder he could see the city, 
rooftops and terraces now bright under 


the sun and crowded with watchers. ° 
The Alimane rivet was a blue-and-silver 
band beyond it, curving past docks and 
warehouses to lose itself among vine- 
yards and blue hills to the southeast. 
Somewhere in the distance, it’crossed 
the border into Argos. He had not 
visited Argos since leaving it in his.early 
teens, though it was the land of. his 
birth. 

Atop the mansion across the valley, 
the black bow had been covered orice 
more. It would remain under guard 
into the evening, when Chapat would 
begin dismantling and storing it away 
for the count’s future use. Chapat 
would then be free to squander his 
wages in another :province, perhaps 
another country. The count had: hopes. 
his tales would matter little by then. 

Stretching :his muscles, the. Leopard 
resumed his climb. The giaft.quarrel’s 
original trajectory had: been meant for 
the top spire; making an attached rope 
an impossibility; the buttressing. tiers 
were smaller toward the summit. Fol- 
lowing his plan, they had aimed at the 
lowest “deck.” Having felt the.impact 
from afar, Arquel knew-his theory had 
been correct. A rider on the shaft 
would have snapped spine and neck 
even if his weight had- not altered che 
line of flight. 

Thé ironwood shaft bent slightly 
as he ‘swung up, locking his legs 
around it. A bundle circled the quarrel. 
ahead of the point where his line was 
attached. He unfastened its straps and 
hurled .it ‘in one movement over the 
parapet a meter above him. He did not 
look down. 

A breeze ruffled his dark mane, a 
breeze not cool: enough to offer relief 
from the sun. His perch was almost too 
hot to’ cling to as he slid forward. The 
earth.swung below when he. sat-up. 

He cast’a loop of rope. over the stri- 
ated abutment and pulled it taut. As 
he ‘had hoped, - the‘ lip-was not thick, 
and the metal‘arrowhead protruded on 
the inner side. His line had caught just 
behind-it. Gingerly, he climbed to: lie 
flat atop the wall. 

The loop’he held saved, him. The 
tier’s floor was a’'good distance below a 
tim whose edge was so rounded he 
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tumbled sideways and down. Tighten- 
ing his grasp instinctively, he swung in 
a short arc below the arrowhead. He 
played out slack. with one hand and 
lowered himself to safety. 

Arquel pulled the length of the line 
after him, and gathered it into a com- 
pact roll. He glanced about, back 
against ,the inward-sloping wall. 
Presently, his weapons were buckled at 
his sides. The rope and bundle became 
a manageable.pack slung over a shoul- 
der. He had cut the rope which. hung 
from the outside, attaching, the.lead 
bob .to hold the end down. It might 
prove his only exit later. He started for- 
ward. 

No sound broke the stillness. He was 
alone beneath the bright blue sky, his 
foreshortened shadow preceding him 
on great octagonal flagstones that were 
warm under his feet. The sun was now 
two-thirds up to its zenith. He felt like 
a rabbit-sized .intruder about to scam- 
per across an empty courtyard. The 
looming body of.the-tower seemed far 
away. 

He heard the twittering. sound when 


* 
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he was halfway across the sunlit 
expanse. It, was so faint he was not cer- 
tain if it were truly sound, or 
something his neryes had conjured up. 
Then he caught a hint of another 
shadow out of the corner of one eye, 
and whirled about. 

He stood, poised on the balls of his 
feet, hand on swordhilt. There was 
nothing there. 

He walked on. 


4, The Graveyard 


The center pylon, ahead of him, 
seemed to be composed of three dimin- 
ishing tiers that thrust into the blue in 
as many directions. No window,, case- 
ment, or doorway broke the visible sur- 
faces.. Ahead now, a shadow flitted. 

»Arquel glanced up. No birds circled 
above. When he looked directly at the 
spot where the shadow had moved, he 
could see nothing but-stone,, sunlight, 
and the shimmer of warm air, He 
shrugged. He had to continue in that 
direction in,any event. 

A wall, not quite two meters high 
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and running from main tower to outer 
edge, cut off :the-sweep of the court. 
Leaping up, on it, he found himself 
above a oughly. triangular terrace, 
much like the-last, but smaller. 

The space, howeyer, held more than 
the discoloration of bird droppings or 
the scars of: wind and rain on the rest 
of the tower. Strewn with bones and 
dust from end to end, overgrown.with 
scrubby grass, it was an open graveyard 
for all who had somehow scaled the 
tower in the:past. 

He did not drop into the section. His 
next obstacle reared over twenty meters 
up just beyond it and he had a better 
casting position fromthe walk. He sat 
astride the partition, opened his bun- 
dle, and selected a set of metal hooks. 

Should the edge of the above terrace 
be as.rounded as that of the first one, 
he, would be forced to employ a mallet 
and’ metal pins which he had also 
packed; a time-consuming task. But 
fitsghe must,attempt the easier way. 

The rope hummed over his head, its 
clawed tip a bright, widening circle. He 
made his cast. 
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» The hooks flew up and clattered 
over.»He pulled gently. ‘They caught on 
something, slipped, and dropped into 
the ‘courtyard before him, the- rope 
snaking’ out in its wake. He stiffened 
whenhe bégan to draw the line in, for 
thé shiny-metal claw was being fol- 
lowed. Out of trevices and weeds, over 
crumbling bones, tiny creatures gave 
chase after the slithering knots. He 
pulled faster, then raised the grapple 
tlear. 

The followers now milled about at 
the foot of the wall by the hundreds, 
‘White scorpions which were too heavy 
to négotiate the wall in spite of their 
small proportions. No oné-could ven- 
ture amid’ so many of them had’there 
been an-entrance to the tower from that 
terrace. 

Arquel looked _ bfacing his legs 
widexHe cast again. This'time the claw 
caught, held. He pulled on it with all 
his weightand lost his footing... 

The entire ‘inner’ wall had sbeen 
slowly. leaning’ foward, its movement so 
gradual as to-be imperceptible.: His 
own wejght had probably «riggeréd 
whatever mechanism controlled it. 

Arquel brought his legs up, his 
shadow tacihg over the expanse as he 


swung “toward the wall ahead, He 


struck the ‘bottom, of his swing’ several 
‘meters from-it, landing on his feet. He 
‘sprinted on, leaping. .whefever he saw. 
the: arachnids ¢ in’ motion, one ‘hand 
Jashing up. ‘the ‘slack. behind fim. 

‘He halted in ‘d spray of “dust, and 


stood. coiling hisend of: the: Tope | onto” 
his shoulder. He-had- no wish to leave * 


it tailing. behind. The white horde 
became 4 deadly, carpet as it Converged 
‘toward. Hint.<Then he, was- scrambling 
‘up’ theraut fine: tpand over hand, his 
feet on thé ‘perpendicular wall. He did 
‘Not pause uritil He had reached the top. 

“set!” It was the first sound he: had’ 
uttéted;since | the - ‘ptevious-evening. ‘He. 
lay ptone-on:t ‘the rampatt, glating sback’ 
‘down."His provisions and climbing gear 
‘wete scattered rat: the "bottom of rhe 
leaning partition, under a thin blanket 
of white scorpions. He had not; had 
‘time to snatch it up. 

His grapple had caught on a tooth- 
like ridge, just beyond arm’s reach, 
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where the wide parapet he rested on 
sloped down to its edge. This was part 
of a serrated pattern that ran along the 
inner tim of the terrace’s lip. Its “floor 
was a bit.over two meters down. 

He dropped cautiously to the tier's 
surface and recovered the rest of his line 
while his breathing returned to normal. 

The octagonal flags underfoot were 
laid in a spokelike pattern from outer 
wall to a three-meter sphere that rose in 
the center of the terrace. This ominous 
sculpture was abristle with steel spikes, 
like some giant’s discarded morning- 
star. 

The shadow that had haunted him 
below had preceded him here. He 
thought he detected a movement 
ahead and to his left, where an archway 
interrupted the surface of the tower 
Proper. Arquel moved’ toward the 
massive door set in it. 

Thunk! The sound made him jump 
in his tracks. He glahced toward the 
sphere. No movement there,‘but a flag- 
stone had dropped out of'sight just at 
its foot. It was this Which had sounded 
like a stone-shod enemy taking a step. 

As he sauntered onto the next spoke 
on the floor pattern, another flag sank 

-near the ‘central’ sphere, anid another, . 
Thurk, thunk, ‘thunk— the’ stones ane. 
as if an ufiseeri giant were. ‘circling the 
massive sphere, smashirig octagonal 
holes around it, + 

The surface benéath his feet gave, by 
a centimeter, 
Leopard’s nape tose. The-outer ring of 
flagstones was.tilting, locked »togéther, 
rising toward the tier's lip. z 

He'saw’thie door had neither handles 
or visible docks. A trap! He.san‘to the 
wall and. ‘leapt, upward: |] He’’scraped, a 
palm ona downthrusting ‘edge, and fell 
-back.’He «olléd twice, and catite to his 
feet in what! iwas swiftly becomning 4 
deep’ Bowl. The outer flagstones'would 
doubtless fit into what were actually 

“overhanging grooves, offering no. pur- 
chase. * 

‘Riding the ‘tag: A Stones on the 
outer edge would mean having to leap 
up: and around the curving: tim. The 
top of the Parapet was beyond teach of 
the toothed inner edge. What had so 
easily snagged his hooks on’his way up 


and the hair on, the, 


q 





was now the obstacle. Behind him, the 
circle of dropping stones had widened. 
The drumming was louder. 

But the floor was not too steep yet. 
Securing the rope over a shoulder and 
under the opposite arm, Arquel raced 
straight to where the tier jutted from 
the tower. 

When it seemed as if he would 
smash himself against the perpen- 
dicular wall, he ran #p that surface, 
employing his own momentum. One 
upward stride, two, and his body was 
poised in midair, twistidg under the 
tug of gravity. But now an arm and a 
leg extended over the parapet top. In 
another second, his torso was flat on 
sun-baked stone, balancing itself to 
keep ffom plunging more than twenty 
meters-‘down:to the scorpions’ nest. 


5. Time’s Garden 


He sat up after a few minutes, his 
back td the tower. Blood welled up in 
the bruised palm; he flicked it away. 
On his left, the second tier was now a 
smooth bowl, its precipitous overliang- 
ing curve leading to a hold from whose 
center- the huge spiked ball projected. 
An invading force’s weight would ‘thave 
triggered, ‘the mechanism ‘even. faster 
and perished. on the, points of what he 
had, thought to be a sculpture. 

The, loss of his pack defeated what- 
ever chance he’d-had of continuing the 
climb, butrhe still carried the rape and 
weapofis, fle could east a noose over 
oné of the sphere’s teeth, use a-line as a 
safeguard to walk around the top of the 
terrace wall, and try for the third deck. 
Should that third parapet offer no claw- 
Aold, howéver’, he would have to return 
here apd devise a way to fegover his 
gear. 

If he chose‘ to leave the equipment, 
he must somehow even the odds: How? 
One look: up ‘ovet His right shoulder 
brought him a new alternative and a 
decision. 

Far below his swordatm was the a 
tier; to his left the one from which he 


“had just escaped. The third was some- 


whiere on the other side of the tower's 
perimeter. But nearly four meters 
above his tight shoulder, and twelve 
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meters around the structure’s cutve, 
stone buttressed smoothly ontward, 
sweeping up‘to form the fourth tier. As 
it was shaped like a ship's prow, its cor- 
ner was, nearer, although.. across a 


diagonal empty space of'some'eighteen. 


meters. 

-He, would avoid. both former choices 
and create a danger of his own.to even 
the stakes. ey 

He lassoed one of the sphere's spikes, 
fastening the cut end of that’ line 


around his waist. He leaned outward,, 


grinning sardonically; what might have 
been his death was now protecting 
him. But it took five attempts, and he 
was sweating profusely by the time the 
grapple caught and held overhead. 

It was an-insane gamble, but he had 
little choice. Undoing his anchor line, 
he spliced it to that which now reached 
from one terrace to the ‘other. The 
remaining length of. rope he again 
coiled over a shoulder. 

He swung into space as far as the 
slack from the second tier allowed--he 
had cut as much as he dared—and 

-waited for the swaying to cease. The 
rope ‘held fast..He began to climb the 
knots on its slanting, upward Jength. 

It was noon. The sun blazed on the 
ancient walls and a warm breeze owed 
‘around him. A-glimpse-of the-yawning 
void below told him he-was a gnat 
clinging to the sidé of an ‘amused colos- 
sus..Far’ too slowly, the sweep of gray 
stone above ate into the bright, 


cerulean sky. The muscles strained. 


beneath his tanned skin. : 

No shadow skidded just within sight, 
no stealthy sound reached His ears. So 
far, he had encountered obstacles that 
might have been-devisediby the tower's 
‘original occupants, the priests of Mitra. 
Were,the haunt's mavements limited 
td, flictering from: tier to, tier? 

He would have little time to guess. 
He had reachéd the parapet. 

The floor of the terrace was less than 
a.meter below the:top.of its confinihg 
walb. The narrow tim sloped.to an edge 
as sharp as the one he. had quit,- but 
there,was no groove pattern. Assuming 
the architecture to be consistent, he 
reasoned the third level might have a 
wall whose top swas rounded as the first 
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tier’s, offering no purchase for his 
hooks. He had chosen the right path. 

The flags were hot and firm undet his 
feet. He squatted, surveying his sur- 
roundings‘and gathering his strength. 
His own world sprawled far below 
under,a-cloudless sky. 

The main pylon was but nine meters 
higher than this flat expanse. He rose 
and walked parallel to its smooth 
bulge. The archway gaping in profile to 
him was proof that he had: reached an 
end to his climb: Arquel:proceeded in a 
half-crouch, sword ‘in hand,, ready to 
leap:or strike.. 

He faced the archway now. Shaped 
like a high, wide mouth, it, was pare of 
a.bestial head carved upon ‘the. ¢¢nter 
of the. turret. Time* had worn and 
smoothed its features, but an expres- 
sion of, sadness and infinite patience 
was still discernible ”? 

Three spear-lengths of stone ‘tongue 
vaulted out of the open maw’to thé.ter- 
race’s-ceriter. On its curling, tip sat.an 
iron gargoyle, long-armed, taloned, ‘its 
natrow;beaked head-teering upward as 
if-in defiance of the face that.loomed 
before it. Power and hatréd. were 
etched.into the gargoyle’s stance. :The 
man suddenly felt he was less a stranger 
here than the statue: He had an 
impulse to.try dragging it off its Mmoor- 
ings to the edge and toppling it-into 
space, but when he reached the. 
crouching figure, he: paused. Beyond. 
the entrance, inside the stone god’s 
“throat,” -was a scene he would never 
forget. i 

The passage -within led to,a small, 


lush. garden. Light streamed «through , 


what must,,have -heen 9 semi.trans-. 
parent roof above, and the air was 
misty.as if seen-through milky glass. In 


this setting,, a woman poised -frozen' 


beside: a well,.at the cénter,of,a tiny 
glade., Although: -her* coloring: was 
natural, he thought,she was a,statue at 


first, for, she «remained impossibly: - 


balanced: in, mid-leap. - Yellow-brown 
hair fanned out from the clasp at the 
base of her neck. She- was’ copper- 
skinned and clad_in a shore-tunic that 
revealed a.lithe figure. + 9 
Then he‘ noticed strands of het;hair 
moving slowly downward, their motion 


atrested. His, breath stopped as if he 
could hold no more air; his senses 
abruptly: grasped the enormity of -the 
spell. This strangé, hybrid maid moved 
in a gatden: whose time was unbeliev- 
ably slower than his. But she was alive. 

Arquel stalked hypnotized under the 
archway. “ 

When he -had followed. the tiny 
shadow .to the door of the second tier, 
he had committed an error. This was 
another: he had forgotten the gargoyle. 
He did not hear the whisper of move- 
ment behind him. 

Having pursued its own path, tier by 
tier, the shadow had caught up with 
him. -Arquel was near the inner arch- 
way when the:sound of metal scraping 
on stone woke.him from his distraction. 

A leopard would have wheeled as he 
did now, his back to the shrouded 
garden. 

Limned in sunlight, a grotesque sil- 
houette. faced-him across the darkness 
of the peaked vault. The iron gargdyle 
stood: grinning at the entrance. Its 
talons rested on the ground. 


6. The Gargoyle 


Incredibly animated, it raised -its 
head. The sculpted eyes seemed .to fol- 
low, his own movements., Arquel elt 
the skin crawl on his neck-and shoul- 
dets. His forearms were suddenly 
warm; the hair on them stood on end. 

The creature moved, silent but for 
the .rasp: of its awkward strides across 
thé flagstones. Then there was a hoarse 
shout—Arquel’s—as he raised the 
swotd!to meet its rush. 

*His blade snapped on the metal 
breast.- 

He thought he heard the.whisper of 
laughter when the talonssclawed across 
his chest and he leaped back out of 
range. It advanced again on the feline 
legs, arms outstretched. Then Arquel 
dove: into its embrace, driving. the 
broken sword ito its beak. 

‘As he had su’pected, this had no 
effect. The splintered blade’ caught in 
that.iron slit with a grinding noise, and 
was spewed: outs But his move had 
come so.unexpectedly-the monsterhesi- 


tated. The Leopard was out ofits clutch: 
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before it could close iri, with two more 
bloody gashes over his ribcage. 

The only opening was towatd the 
outer terrace. He ran. He heard_it turn, 
heard its metallic tread hurrying in his 
wake. 

At the outer edge of ‘the-sunlit abut- 
ment he stopped and whirled, ducking 
under a talon: The ruse failed; his 
antagonist checked its speed well 
before reaching the parapet. Moreover, 
it turned and lunged, first to one'side, 
then the other, barring his path. 

Arquel feinted, paused, and ran in 
the’ opposite direction, his: sides heav- 
ing. His knife was useless,- but the 
creature’s actiohs indicated there might 
be some means of: evading it—inside- 
In spite.of its monstrous shape, the 
demon was endowed with human intel- 
ligence. It was also somewhat slower 
than he. 

He had but two weapons left: the 
rope.and what he had been taught by 
acrobats long ago. He spun abruptly, 
and raced to a sudden stop directly 
across from. the stone face. He was-at 
the edge of the tier. 

The gargoyle shambled forward, 
arms extended so that he might not 
leap below its talons. 

Then, the coils in one hand, the 
Leopard stepped on the raiséd ledge. 
His legs straightened and .he dove 
headfirst over the creature. He alighted 
on his hands, and flipped onto his feet. 
The monster expelled a hollow sound 
of rage, snartled:in -the clinging line. 
Arquel wrenched at a loop, but could 
not bring it to the edge. It toppled 
onto the flags with a clang, rolling. 

He.did not pause to watch it.snap the 
fope strands asunder. He sprinted: for 
the mouth of the great face: 

Past the inner doorway, his hand felt 
the sunlight. im the walled courtyard. 
His scraped palm tingled. Pain drove 


into his arms, then-lanced through the 


gashes.on his chest. it was like falling 
into water, but this element seared his 
body wherever he’ had+beén hurt. He 
could*breathe shallowly. 

The dimness now brightened. The 
garden seemed to acquire life.-. 

Shadow and light mingled overhead. 
substance filling the 
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enclosed garden was dissipating. Pain 
sent himi‘staggeting through the under- 
brush. He fell‘to his knees by the well. 
But when he looked down at his body, 
he saw the wounds healing before his 
eyes. 

The girl beside him emitted a cry, 
like some helpless animal. Then, 
“You--you ‘are ‘no priest!”* she 
whispered. 

“No.” He was breathing easier now. 
“The gargoyle—” 

“Komel?” Her language was archaic, 
but he could understand her. “He 
is—out there. But—you were wounded! 
Your ‘blood broke the spell; he ‘can 
enter this place now.” 

“tblundered. Some-entity caught up 
with me, animated what -you call 
‘Komel.’ Is there a way to fight it?” 

“Komel zs the wraith; the monster’s 
but a vessel for him. If it crosses ‘into 
the.garden, it will become. ‘flesh and 
blood. So the priésts told us ere closing 
the tower's lower reaches. The blood of 
the living—” 

She screamed. The monster stood at 
the ‘outer doorway. It strode forward 
uncertainly. The girl cringed against 
Arquel, bit the inside of her chéek, and 
placed a-hand like frozen metal on his 
arm. She stopped‘trembling. 

“It-has been long,” she said. “He 
somehow learned that blood might 
open the way. He tried flinging -the 
corpses of his victims against the-bar- 
fiers "Twas not in his dark nature to 
guess that only the blood of the living 
could tear the veil asunder. It drove my 
princess mad and she slew:herself. But 


now the way is’open, if he comes he'll: 


tisk becoming flesh again. a is 
afraid.” 


The gargoyle approached:, aes immer’ 


doorway, its metal gaze focused’ on 


them across the intervening ‘preenety. - 


“I see. Mitra’s priests.were always 
here,” Arquel said. He had slipped the 
thong that held knife to scabbard, 
drawn the blade. “You ast for sanc- 
tuaty.” 

“Aye. Komel’and the priests had 
long struggled for possession’ of ‘the 
tower when we escaped from‘ the castle 
to come ‘here.»His hatred and"dark arts 
transformed him—out théres’* While 


they—they sacrificed themselves with 
their spells to protect us.” 

“Her voice had been the: whisper of 
one unused to having a listener. It 
was slowly” beeoming louder, more 
composed: “Will you duel with 
Komel? He will destroy us.” 

“Not if what you said—” Arquel 
interrupted himself. The monster -had 
dropped to all fours and disappeared 
behind the underbrush. The’Argossean 
circled. along the edge of the glade, 
following the rustle of movement, 
body taut. 

With an animal's roar,-the creature 
burst into the open, leaping on Arquel. 
The girl screamed. 

Its skin was now gray-brown, but the 
gargoyle shape was unchanged. The 
short hindquarters seemed more agile. 
Its taloned ‘forelimbs: dug hot furrows 
of pain into the Argossean's right 
forearm and opened his left cheek. 

But Arquel allowed himself to col- 
lapse under the weight. His ‘blade 
missed its throat, cutting under a clavi- 
cle as he straightened his legs to fling it 
over him. He rose and whirled in one 
motion. The ‘knife blurred, flicking 
from the fingers of his right hand to his 
left. 

They faced each other again. The 
monster..bled as profusely as he, and 
moved. unmindful ‘of pain. The red 
claws*spread, the beak opened: Qut of 
the bestial throat camé a slurred word, 
ancient ‘yet .as tecognizable as the girl’s 
tongue. 

“Now,” it said. “Now:” 

Gargoyle and Leopard met in a sud- 
den, “deadly tangle of limbs. The 
muscles Arquel felt working against 
him were iron-hard, though clothed in 
flesh. But the gargoyle had forgotten it 
was no longer metal; the man’s knife 
plunged underhand into its exposed‘ 
chest. 

In the next: instant, ‘both figures 
reeled away fronmr each other.: A cry 
broke from -Arquel’s throat; talons had 
tipped flesh .from. his back as the: 
monster:tore free. 

The creature ‘made an inhuman 
sound that might have been laughter 
and sent the: man staggerirtg with a 
backharided blow, The knife protruded 
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from its narrow chest. It would have 
turned, but was checked in mid-stride 
and went down; the girl had struck its 
Kead with a broken tree ‘limb. 


The girl screamed again, fot the cita: . 


ture’s talons shot out to curl around her 
leg. It cwisted as it fell, its beak in her 
calf. . see tage who.had, been, thrown 
against the well, slapped “stone with 
both feet and launched himself on top 
of it. 

They rolled. The Leopard had found’ 
his weapon’s hilt. He held it, buriching 
head and shoulders to evade the beak, 
breath whistling through his teeth «as 
his torn back struck the turf. His: legs 
were curled to shield’ his fowér tdrso 
from the creature’s hindquarters. * 

Claws scraped his feet and the 
gtound around him. :Theh, he was on 
top again. The fury of motion just 
beyond his numbed senses receded 
from him, slowed, and stopped. 


7. Tao 


-Numbing pain woke the man. The 
girl was pouring something ofi his 
wounds that flowed about them like 
palpable mist. She was scooping-it out 
of the well, where the ‘milky substance 
was sinking in streamers, dut of the air. 

“The breath of the god protected me 
up to now; we must use it-ere it retutns 
to’ earth,” the girl was saying. Arquel 
realized he had-lost consciousness when 
she had begun to apply the éure.‘It was 


the same-element that hdd worked on‘ 


his wounds wher he had entered the 
garden. 

“I; never guessed How mutch those 
priests gave us for the ‘sake of 


principle,” ‘she mused. “All those 
years... . They never surrendered to 
Komel.” 


“How many‘ yedts?” hé grated. The 
cure’s torture had’ left his‘back ard: legs 
frozen, his body‘‘weak. 

“From the niatks't kept on yon wall, 
I calculate‘teri: -A priest had taught us 
to tend.the god’s garden;"t6 gain suste- 
nance frémit, but he did fot stay. Tlie 
last’ spell was “worked’from below after 
the“gates at ‘the base’ were sealed. He 
mist have joined’ t e"others there or 
died elsewhere ii the tower.’ 

/“Time is “the ‘breath of the god,” 
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Arquel told her. “It slowed for you. 
Five hundred years have ae out- 


ae 


She sank down beside him’ het, back 
to’ the stone shaft. Her-face was pale 
and she covered it with both hands. 
,B- -because he couldn't gain access to 
ithe interior, Komel had the base carved 
smooth, or sol. Heard” .” she murmured. 
“We were already inside; the priests 
knew we could die. I suppose it was 
then they made their ultimate spell, 
sealing us in the garden. Time, ther, 
miist have taken them:”” 


“Their safeguards against previous‘ 


assaults are ine’working order, I can 
vouch for that,” Arquel smiled. “Mean- 


while, Komél- was ‘busy at “his own’ 


incantations’*his shade could leave that 
nightmare form to haunt the outer 
walls. You said. the ‘princess slew 
hersélf? Then who are’ you?” — 

“Her handmaiden, ’a- daughter of 
Aesir ‘slaves and Turanian nobles, bred 
to serve her. She'was proud, but more 


of-a’companion after we left out coun-" 


tty. But she could not endure the strug- 
gle for this place, nor later the bodies 
that Komel’s metallic embodiment 
somehow*brought up here. One day I 
found her: fianging fronf & tree. No 


man’s sorcery could’ protect her from: 


self-destruction. Mitra’s acolytes were 
gone long before that, in’ any’case.” 

“If it were'she Koniel was after, why 
didn’t’ you 
corpse?” 

“Why defile her body for such a pur- 
pose? “He would as- well kill me if he 
could, for it’ was I’who devised our 
escape plan frdm his castle. Mitta gave 
hei-‘Time, and she-spurned it. I have 
labored dong enough to forget that.” 
She lowered her ‘hands. ‘Her cheeks 
wete: wet. She Idoked at him. “And 
you—you must be a’ great*watrior.’ 

“A thief,” Arquel laughed, “who * 
steals a handmiidefA in placé of 4 
princess.” He pit-an dem’ atound her 
shoiifders. She was warm now; ‘arid did 
not -shtink from’ him. “What was it 
drove’ Komel ‘agairist’ Mitra’s priests to 
begin with?-What ‘did hé covet?” 

“Arcane sécrets, I believe. He knew 
not ‘they burnt their library ‘‘at ‘the 
outset lest’ it’ fall into his hands. They 
cotitinued ‘theit fesistance to protect the 


let him—it—see her 


tower from his defilement, and then for 
our s—" 


“What in Mitra’s name—"* Afquel . 


said simultaneously, rising. The tower 


. had rocked beneath thém. Bright after- 


noon sunlight poured from above. The 
mist had disappeared altogether. 

“The spell is done,” she said. 
Another ominous vibration sent her 
into his arms. The great stone tongue 
had risen like a drawbridge, fitting into 
the “palate” that was the entrance hall. 

A gtating sound reached them from, 
underfoot. He held her, though he felt 
helpless as a child, new to the deck of a 
sailing ship. The walls rose slowly 
around them while the inner courtyard 
and garden sank down a huge~shaft 
into a, vaulting’ chamber. 

The.stopped moving. Light, slanted 
into what was now a hothouse garden. 
Doors «were spaced along the circum- 
ference of the walls. The sound of 
sliding blocks came to > their ears from 
below. 

“The gates must be open,” she said 
in a,small voice. “We can descend—at 
least to the tower's base.” 

“It shouldn't be difficult to reach the 
grounds from there with some:of these 
vines.” He. smiled down at her, but 


there was a new fear in her eyes. ° 


“What's.amiss? Look. you,” he said, a 
hand on each of-her shoulders. “Here 
you endured more than «a princess 
could. A while ago you fought for both 
our lives, Think youthe world ‘beyorid 
is any less or more than “twas in your 
time? "Tis no different, though’ there’s 
much I can show you aftes we speak to a 
certain disappointed party. I’ll'see to it 
you're’ safe.” 

“I am afraid you've gained little of 
value’ from this venture, if. tis a thief 
you ate.” She’straightened herself; and 
a ‘dimple formed on ther right ‘cheek 
when she smiled. ‘At the least, you.do 
not speak. like one.” 


“Mayhap I've found more. than I 


bdrgained for. What is your.name?” 
“It is’a long time since I have heard it 
on a man’s lips. My name is‘Tad.” 
“Tao.” He rolled it in his mouth. “I 
am .Arquel, an Argossedn, Tao.” 
He ‘liked the sound of it. 
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